Neuroimaging is now a widely available technology. We will especially be looking for longitudinal neuroimaging studies that provide unique insights into the neural mechanisms of treatment response, disease course, and outcome. Only then will neuroimaging become useful to clinicians in their clinical assessment of patients.
Finally, we will emphasize treatment studies, particularly clinical trials of both pharmacological and nonpharmacological interventions. They remain the touchstone of scientific progress in psychiatry.
I am excited about new opportunities for JAMA Psychiatry. We will discuss strategies for psychiatric research, translate scientific discoveries into clinical practice, and explore the impact of psychiatry on society. While scientists are unraveling the mysteries of the human mind, this new knowledge has had limited impact on the current practice and teaching of psychiatry. Most of our diagnostic concepts have been with us for 100 years and many of our treatments were discovered more than 50 years ago, often by serendipity. This lack of progress has led some to ask for radical changes in how we study mental illness, including the creation of a neuroscience-based diagnostic system. JAMA Psychiatry will provide a forum to explore the scientific structure of psychiatry by asking: what can we know and what should we do?
To close the gap between psychiatric research and psychiatric practice, we need to teach neuroscience principles in the clinical setting. The core teaching of psychiatry (psychopathology, diagnostic formulation, and treatment planning) does not rely on even a basic concept of how the brain gives rise to the mind. Many good psychiatrists readily admit that they do not consider neuroscience a necessary knowledge base for their practice. We need to train a new generation of psychiatrists who are grounded in classical psychiatry but also eager to interpret brain scans, cognitive neuroscience experiments, genetic analyses, and epidemiological data sets. This will only work if we make research more relevant in the clinical setting. For example, when a clinician assesses a patient for anxiety symptoms vs panic attacks, does it help to know about the roles of the amygdala and the bed nucleus of the stria terminalis? Only when neuroscience models support clinical decision making will our research advance the clinical practice of psychiatry. JAMA Psychiatry will expand the Neuroscience and Psychiatry section, which Dr Coyle started in January 2013, and will use case-based learning principles to support this important maturation of psychiatry as a clinical neuroscience discipline.
Natural scientists and social scientists innovatively map the vast territory of the human mind. Psychiatry needs this information but has another task, delineating abnormal mental states and deciding about the need for treatment. This is not trivial and cannot be solved by science alone. The current limits of psychiatric science become apparent when diagnostic systems are up for renewal, resulting in the addition and removal of psychiatric diagnoses. We have to embrace that mental illness is shaped by culture and society; JAMA Psychiatry will look for contributions to this discourse. As psychiatrists, we constantly need to balance our paternalism with the autonomy of the individual, most clearly seen in the legal conflict between forced treatment and the protection of personal liberties. Societies continue to struggle with this balance. The mental health problems among the homeless, high rates of mental illness in prisoners, and recent debate about gun laws and mental illness are just 3 examples that deserve scholarly treatment in this journal.
The task of psychiatry is complex and often uncertain. But despite uncertainty about what we know and should do, there is genuine progress. The mental health of our societies continues to improve and it is the scientific exploration of the human mind that has made the difference. We can use our brains to understand our minds. JAMA Psychiatry will support this scientific project and we are honored to be part of this effort.
